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Abstract: 
The National School Lunch (NSLP) Program is a federally assisted meal program 
that began in 1946 and is designed to provide nutritionally balanced lunches to children. 
The program started slowly in 1853, in a few school districts around the United States. 
The efforts spread throughout different cities, and organizations were set in place to serve 
meals to children in schools under the supervision of the school boards. 
The American Dietetic Association believes that all children and adolescents 
should have access to food and nutrition programs that ensure adequate food supply that 
promotes optimal physical, and social growth and development. 
School lunches must meet the recommendations put into place by the U. S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Some of the recommendations are that no more than 
30% of calories should come from fat. and less than 10% from saturated fat. 
There are many challenges that schools face pertaining to the school lunch 
program. Some schools have found solutions to these problems such as providing 
nutrition education for students and teaching students to make healthy choices. 
The school lunch program was put into place to help provide adequate nutrition 
to children and adolescents. The school lunch program has worked with health care 
professionals to provide balanced meals to students. 
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The National School Lunch Program 
Millions of school age children across America are associated with the school 
lunch program in one way or another. In 2003 over 28.4 million children ate school lunch 
on a daily basis (1). Others consumed school lunches once in awhile or never consumed 
school lunches, but socialized in a lunchroom where school lunch was provided. The 
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is a federally assisted meal program operating in 
nearly 100,000 public and non-profit schools across the United States. The NSLP 
provides nutritionally balanced, low-cost or free lunches to children (1 ). The school 
lunch program is an outstanding program to help provide adequate nutrition for youth 
during the day while they are attending school. The NSLP is regulated at both the federal 
and state level where specific rules must be followed in order to obtain finding provide 
nutritious meals to students. 
Nutritionally related diseases in the United States are affecting children at young 
ages and the school lunch program is being examined for its potential contribution to the 
problem. In 1999-2000 14% of children were obese with 28% overweight, in 2003-2004, 
the rates had risen to 17% of children being obese and 34% overweight (2). 
With a rise in advertisements and the use of vending machines, the school lunch 
program is facing several challenges with competitive foods, making it difficult to 
provide nutritious meals to children at school. Schools are looking at several solutions to 
help combat the number of competitive foods available to children, and are investigating 
more ways to provide nutritious options for the students. 
History of School Lunch 
Education for children has been around much longer than school lunch programs. 
The initiation of a lunch program started in 1846, where sporadic food was served in 
private vocational schools. The lunch program was thought to be influenced by a book 
titled Poverty, written in 1904 by Robert Hunter. This book had a strong influence on the 
U.S. effort to feed the hungry and needy children in schools (3). The movement started in 
the eastern part of the country, and spread to larger cities. Within each city organizations 
were set in place to serve hot meals to children in schools under the supervision of the 
school boards. The increased participation spanned over the next twenty years. Each city 
had different standards for food served, but as years passed more cities followed the 
national guidelines. The findings and recommendations of a survey completed in 
Cleveland, Ohio influenced the decision that school lunch should reach all children. It 
was felt that it should provide wholesome and nutritious food for them at cost, train them 
what foods to eat, and teach them to make wise food choices (3). By 1937 several states 
passed laws requiring the school board to operate lunchrooms. Both state and local 
legislation had authorization over the lunch program, but local school districts were to 
provide meals for children through various means. Most schools were not able to provide 
adequate funding necessary to carry the load. Federal aid came in 1932 from the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation which granted loans to cover the labor cost of 
employees who prepared and served lunches (3). Throughout the years the continuing aid 
allowed the school lunch program to grow. During the depression farmers were required 
to give their excess food supply to the school lunch program. Other laws and acts were 
put into place to allow children to receive adequate nutrients through school lunch. The 
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Child Nutrition Act passed in 1946. This act established the relationship between food, 
good nutrition and the capacity of children to learn and develop. The NSL program was 
selected as the method to accomplish this. It was determined that these efforts of the 
NSLP were to be extended, expanded and strengthened under the authority of the 
Secretary of Agriculture (3). 
Position of the American Dietetics Association 
The American Dietetic Association (ADA) has a role in the development and 
maintenance of the National School Lunch Program they set guidelines for the 
requirements of nutrients and balance of meals. ADA has taken a position on the 
importance of nutrition programs for children and adolescents in schools: "It is the 
position of the American Dietetic Association that all children and adolescents, regardless 
of age, gender, socioeconomic status, racial, ethic, or linguistic diversity, or health status, 
should have access to food and nutrition programs that ensure the availability of a safe 
and adequate food supply that promotes optimal physical and social growth and 
development" ( 4). The AD A's position on the importance of nutrition programs for 
children and adolescents does not just include the NSLP, but also recommends that other 
nutrition-related programs be set according to the standards to help promote sufficient 
nutrition education for school age children. The ADA recognizes that children of this 
generation are exposed to many different types of diets which may lead to confusion: 
what diet their parents participate in, what their friends are eating, and what they think 
they should be eating. The NSLP must play a leading role both in offering nutritional 
meals and eliminating unhealthy alternatives (5). 
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ADA states that the proper use of the school lunch program would help combat 
many of the nutrition-related problems that have risen in children in the United States. 
The problem of poverty and hunger has become widespread in the U.S. (4). The current 
laws allow free school breakfast and lunch for those students who qualify to ensure that 
they receive adequate nutrition. ADA feels that with the school lunch program set in 
place, 1/3 of student's daily required nutrients will be met. This would help meet the 
energy and nutrient needs for the growth and development of children. 
Another concern that the ADA has voiced is the rise in the prevalence of 
overweight and obesity among U.S. children and adolescents. Recent national trends 
indicate that nutrient intake for children and adolescents changed over the past decades. 
Even though the exact reason for the rise in overweight and obese children hasn't been 
identified, decreases in physical activity has been recognized as a casual factor in the 
epidemic. In compliance with the Surgeon General's report, ADA recommends the 
development of comprehensive nutrition education and physical activity programs to help 
combat the epidemic of obesity and to teach and promote good health to children. The 
ADA strongly believes child and adolescent food and nutrition programs would 
undoubtedly play a major role in early nutrition education, prevention, and treatment for 
children and adolescents who are overweight or obese ( 4 ). Recent trends indicate that 
children have a lower consumption of fruits and vegetables and, their main source of 
vegetables is French fries. According to the Continuing Survey of Food Intake by 
Individuals (CSFII), children are consuming less fruits and vegetables when eating at 
home. Many students are getting their calories at fast food restaurants. Most often these 
calories do not provide the adequate nutrients needed for proper growth in this stage of a 
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child's development. School lunches provide ~33% of total calories eaten but provided 
more fiber and calcium and less cholesterol compared to fast food (4). 
Nutrient Requirement & Role of Dietitian 
The role of a Registered Dietitian (RD) in the school lunch program is to help 
ensure that all children in the United States obtain safe, nutritious and adequate food 
intakes for optimal nutritional health ( 4 ). Dietitians need to advocate for continued and 
adequate funding for food assistance and nutrition education programs in schools on the 
local, state and federal levels (4). They need to understand the process of funding in 
legislation to determine how resources could be received. For example, RD's need to 
understand that schools are able to receive cash reimbursements, but are also permitted 
by law to receive commodity foods (1). Dietitians must serve as a resource to the health 
and education discipline, the agencies and organizations that provide nutrition-related 
services to children ( 4 ). The overall health of children is in the hands of dietitians. There 
are many problems facing RD's in teaching the basic principles of good nutrition to allow 
children to improve their lives. The ADA strongly believes that, "the school meal 
program is regarded as a safety net for ensuring that children and adolescents at risk for 
poor nutritional intakes have access to a safe, adequate, and nutritious food supply that 
promotes optimal physical, and social growth and development" (6). School settings are 
where children spend the majority of their time learning and interacting with others. ADA 
feels that if the school settings are to be a learning environment for children, the issue of 
healthful food choices needs to be a priority. 
National nutritional requirements that must be met, individual schools are not 
authorized to determine their own nutrition standards for students. There are however, 
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individual dietitians in schools that can make individualized meal plans that best suit each 
school. School meals must supply the recommendations of the USDA Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans with no more than 30% of calories coming from fat, and less than 10% 
from saturated fat. Regulations also establish a standard for school lunches to provide 1/3 
of the Recommended Dietary Allowances (RD As) of protein, Vitamin A, Vitamin C, 
iron, calcium and calories (1 ). These guidelines have been studied and set in place to 
better assist schools in providing nutritious meals that meet the nutrients requirements to 
promote optimal growth. Several studies have been conducted throughout the last twenty 
years to determine whether the guidelines were being met. One study completed in the 
school year 2001-2002 confirmed that school lunches were constant with the Dietary 
Guidelines for American recommendations for total fat and saturated fat (6). The USDA 
has continued to make improvements to ensure the nutritional quality of schools across 
the nation. 
Challenges 
A few of the challenges that the NSLP faces can be categorized into three 
sections. First, competitive foods placed in vending machines are competing with school 
lunch. Second, schools are making a profit on advertising competitive foods. Third, there 
is a lack of physical activity that children are engaging in, both in the school setting and 
outside of it. The challenges the NSLP face will require schools to make some difficult 
decisions. 
The first challenge of allowing competitive foods in schools has been shown to 
alter student's choice of foods. Competitive foods can be organized into two categories; 
first, foods of minimal nutritional value less than 5% of the RDA of each of the nutrients 
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for the servings, second, all other foods offered for individual sale. Added sugar accounts 
for 20% of total food energy in the average child's diet; one-third of this added sugar 
comes from sugar-sweetened beverages. Student's choices of beverages can be found in 
vending machines in schools. Studies show that 56%- 85% of children drink at least one 
8-oz serving of sugar sweetened beverage a day. Students who consume sugar sweetened 
beverages at school are not consuming the milk that is provided. The milk provides 
important nutrients including vitamin D and calcium which help with bone and tooth 
growth. These nutrients are of great importance during the childhood and adolescent 
stage for growth. The studies also show that consumption of cookies, chips and candy 
bars from vending machines are on the rise in schools. Students often purchased foods 
from the vending machines because they can make quick food choices, whereas school 
lunch lines are often long. Students are looking for convenience but the choices they 
make from the vending machines are usually lacking in the nutrients that school lunch 
provides. This contributes to in the problems of obesity, Type 2 diabetes, and other 
nutrition related diseases that children are diagnosed with at younger ages. 
Schools are challenged with having adequate money to support programs. This 
leads many of them to advertise empty calorie foods for a portion of the proceeds. Should 
federal regulations limit the advertising and sale of soft drinks and competitive food be in 
schools? Vending machines are not the only advertisement that students see at school. 
Companies put millions of dollars into advertising in schools to encourage kids to 
consume their product. Some examples of advertising that companies provide to schools 
are hallway advertisements, scoreboards, and athletic uniforms, coupons for fast food, 
contests and free samples (8). Researchers have determined that of advertising of 
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competitive foods in schools is related to an increased consumption of soft drinks and 
competitive foods among adolescents and children. This issue becomes even more 
important as children age because then food choices tend to be poorer with age. Schools 
receive much needed money from the food companies for the placement of vending 
machines and advertisements in the schools, but this competes with the NSLP goal to 
provide nutritionally balanced meals to children ( 1 ). 
The last challenge discussed is the lack of physical activity in children and 
adolescents. In a study reported by the ADA, only 85% of elementary schools had 
physical education programs in place, and the percentage decreased as children got older. 
On average, children are participating in fewer hours of physical activities after school. 
School funding has been cut, not allowing students access or the opportunities to 
participate in team or individual physical activities during or after school. Children and 
adolescents spend a significantly greater amount of time watching television per day, and 
less time outside participating in physical activities. With video games, internet computer 
games, and music, students engage in less physical activity, while still consuming more 
calories. 
Solutions and Alternatives 
Individual school systems and the USDA have proposed ways to combat the 
challenges. Recommendations are being made to Congress requiring food companies 
provide food to schools to meet certain nutrition standards. First the USDA requests 
companies to strengthen the language of the ingredients and labeling on packaging to 
ensure that all foods sold during the school day meet nutrition standards. On the 
individual level, schools need to establish a lunch period long enough for students to 
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enjoy their food without feeling rushed, and to set up an eating environment that 
encourages a good overall diet. Students should be allowed to make it through shortened 
lunch lines and have time to enjoy the nutrient balanced meal that the school provides (5). 
Individual schools should also implement their own nutrition programs to help combat 
challenges they encounter. 
Schools should have nutrition education programs in place for students to learn 
about nutrition and how to make healthful food choices. They also need to be educated on 
the short- and long-term diseases that can be related to poor nutrition choices, and the 
ways to prevent these diseases (10). After programs have been established, schools will 
be responsible for putting nutrition education into the curriculum, including providing 
nutritional information in both the cafeteria and classrooms. RD's must work to improve 
the health of children and adolescents by supporting the NSLP, and nutrition education. 
All of these partners must recognize that is possible for children to learn and understand 
the risks of what they put into their body. However teaching children is only one solution. 
School administrators, as well as parents and community leaders, need to understand 
healthy eating patterns. 
The NSLP helps provide adequate nutrition to children and adolescents while they 
are away from their home environments. The NSLP has partnered with health care 
professionals to provide balanced meals to students allowing them to meet their 
nutritional needs to promote growth and development. The stages of childhood and 
adolescents are critical to growth. Inadequate nutrition seen in schools because of 
competitive foods and lack of education is hindering the students' potential for proper 
growth, causing health problems. Dietitians need to be the forerunner in providing 
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students with the skills and opportunities to take the responsibility for making healthier 
choices that will affect children and adolescents' overall short and long term health (11 ). 
References 
1. "Nutrition Program Facts Food and Nutrition Service." September 2005. 
http://www.fns.usda.gov/cnd/lunch/. USDA. 
2. Ogden. CL. "Prevalence of Overweight and Obesity in the United States", 
1999-2004. Journal of the American Medical Association. 2006, vol. 295, pgs 
1545-1555 
3. Gunderson. GW. The National School Lunch Program Background and 
Development. Food and Nutrition Services. USDA. 2004. 
4. Murphy. JM. "Child and adolescent food and nutrition programs." Journal of 
American Dietetics Association. July 2003. vol. 103 no 7. 
5. Salisbury. CG. "Make An Investment in Our School Children: Increase the 
Nutritional Value of School Lunch Programs." Journal of Education and Law. 
accessed April 2006. 
6. Position of the American Dietetics Association: "Local Support for Nutrition 
Integrity in Schools". Journal of American Dietetics Association. Jan. 2006 vol. 
106 no 1. 
7. Fox. Set. al. Competitive Food Initiatives in Schools and Overweight in 
Children: A Review of the Evidence. Wisconsin Medical Journal. 2005. vol. 104 
no. 5. 
8. Nestle, Marion. Food Politics How the food Industry Influences Nutrition and 
Health. University of California Press, Ltd. 2002. London, England. 
9. French, SA, et. al. National Trends in soft drink consumption among children 
and adolescents age 6-1 7 years: Prevalence, amounts, and sources." 197711978 to 
1994/1998. Journal of American Dietetics Association. Oct. 2003. vol. 103 no. 10. 
10. Nestle, Marion. "Soft Drink "Pouring Rights." Marketing Empty Calories to 
Children." US Department of Health and Human Services; Public Health 
Report. July 2000. vol. 115 pg. 308-319. 
11. Kramer-Atwood JL, et. al. "Fostering healthy food consumption in schools: 
Focusing on the challenges of competitive foods." Journal of American Dietetics 
Association. Sept. 2002. vol. 102 no. 9. 
11 
